Mushroom Hunting for
Beginners
PR ES E NTE D BY
D R E W D ROZ Y NS K I
M A RCH 3 R D , 2 0 1 8

Today’s Topics
• Welcome and Introduction
• Disclaimer / Risks of Mushroom Hunting
• Fungal Facts and their Role in the Environment
• How and Where to Start Collecting
• Choice Edibles
• Proper cooking techniques
• Legality of harvesting mushrooms
• Resources to Continue Learning

Understanding the Fungal Body
• Fungal body comprised of mycelium, an
interwoven mass of one-cell-thick,
threadlike filaments called hyphae.
• Fungi cannot move, but the hyphae can.
• Some fungi produce mushrooms
(fruiting bodies), which are conceptually
similar to a plant’s flowers.
• The fungal body can take many shapes
and forms!

The Critical Role of Fungi in Our Environment
• Decomposers (fungi recycled before it was
cool)
• Exchange of nutrients and food with plants
• Aids plants in self-defense
• Earth’s natural internet, or “The Wood Wide
Web”
• Fungi are also responsible for the majority of
plant diseases (“rusts and smuts”)

Mushrooms Are Not To Be “Truffled” With
• Foraging for any wild edible, including mushrooms, has inherent dangers.
• Death still occurs in 20-30% of cases of accidental poisoning, with a higher
mortality rate in children < 10.
• Between 2010-2015, five people died in California and 57 became sick after eating
wild mushrooms. So far in 2017 in CA, 14 people were diagnosed with mushroom
poisoning.
• Remember - it only takes 1 mushroom!
• It can be very easy for beginners and seasoned hunters alike to confuse species or
look-alikes. Ex: Nicholas Evans, author of the Horse Whisperer.
• Reasons for poisoning: Overconfidence, trusting somebody else, inexperience,
unfamiliar territory

WHEN IN DOUBT, THROW IT OUT!!!!

Mushrooms Are Not To Be “Truffled” With
Old
Mushroom
Hunters

Bold
Mushroom
Hunters

There are NO OLD, BOLD mushroom hunters.

Essential Gear
• Knife

• Water

• Basket or mesh bag

• Camera

• Brown paper bags (to separate
unknown species)

• Optional:

• Field guide
• Map / GPS on phone
• Bug spray (important for ticks!)

◦
◦
◦
◦
◦
◦

Hat
Long pants
Compass
Snacks
Whistle
Macro lens

IMPORTANT: If hunting alone, make sure someone knows where you’re planning to hunt
and when you expect to be home.

Key Identifying Characteristics
• To start an ID
◦
◦
◦
◦
◦
◦

Touch it
Smell it
Examine it
Take pictures
Make a spore print
Keep a log

• Pick out Key Features

Key Identifying Characteristics - Cap
• Cap
◦
◦
◦
◦

Shape, edges, warts
Gills / Pores / Teeth / Folds
Look at how Gills Attach
Presence of veil / partial veil

Key Identifying Characteristics - Stem
• Stem

◦ shape (bulbous / straight / tapering)
◦ annulus (ring)

• Other features (latex, water
dripping when cut)
Features
can change
during
different
stages
growth!

Key Identifying Characteristics
• Color

◦ Staining/Bruising
◦ Glow in the dark

• Scent / Taste
• Seasonality
• Location

◦ Open field v. deep woods
◦ On living tree, dead log, leaf litter

• Spore Print (see slide)

Spore Printing
• Spore color is an important indicator
of whether your mushroom is edible
or a poisonous look-alike.
• STEPS:

◦ Remove stem.
◦ Place the cap/gills/pores downward on a
piece of paper, glass, or tinfoil.
◦ Place cup or glass upside-down on top of
mushroom.

• Tara and Drew – Wood Blewit Story

• TIPS:

◦ Mature mushrooms (no veil) work best.
◦ Moisture prompts the release of spores –
sprinkle water on the mushroom, gill-side
down.
◦ We recommend using mirror or tin foil for
spore prints.
◦ For larger mushrooms, use a partial segment
of the cap.
◦ Wait overnight before checking the print.

Getting Started
• Training your eye – slow it down and just look for all types of fungus
• Get out there and learn what “normal” looks like
• Acquiring the feeling – weather (rain/humidity)
• Seasonality – Late summer / early fall is prime time!
• Know what habitat they like and what they like to grow on
• Look for dead standing trees
• Never underestimate mushrooms – they will surprise you!
• If you find one, keep checking the area for others
• Smell/touch them
• Take pictures and try to document your finds (date, picture, location)
• Guides are most helpful after you have experience spotting them

Understanding “Edibility”
• Edibility = Yum, yum!
• Inedibility = Not toxic, but may not considered worthy of
consumption due to age, size, poor taste, and other factors;
will not kill you, but can result in a miserable intestinal
adventure!
• Toxic = DANGER – can kill you
• Some factors that effect “edibility”

Choice Specimen

◦ Age
◦ Moisture content
◦ Condition of specimen (have too many insects gotten there first?)

• Be Picky! No reason to pick bad specimens, but note
location for next year. Also, where there is one, there are
often many, so keep looking!
A bit past its prime

Top 10 Wild Edibles for Beginners
• The Top 10 were selected because:

◦ They can all be found in the DC-metro
region
◦ They are relatively easy to identify
◦ Generally no deadly look-alikes, except as
marked.

• Chicken of the
woods

• Lion’s mane

• Maitake
• Chanterelle

• Cauliflower
Mushroom

• Oyster
Mushroom

• Berkley’s
Polypore

• Wood Ear

• Black-staining
Polypore

• Giant puffball

• Morel

Chicken of the Woods (Laetiporus spp.)
• Description: Large and bright orange and
orange-yellow (loud and proud!). Grouping of
thick, stemless fan-shaped caps. Smooth to
wrinkled, but never hairy. Edges rounded or
scalped and range from flat to wavy. Underside
has tiny pores (not gills).
• Seasonality: Late spring through fall.
• Habitat: Live, dead, or dying trees. Loves oaks
and deciduous wood.
• Look-alikes: Hen of the Woods, Jack-o-lantern
• Notes: Presence of mushroom signals the tree
is under attack – fungus causes root rot. Meaty,
chicken-like texture. Young growth is tender, but
it gets tougher the older it is.

Maitake, or “Hen of the Woods” (Grifola frondosa )
• Description: Tight cluster or rosette of many
individual fan-shaped caps. Upper surface of caps can
be tan, grey, cream-colored, or white. Individual caps
are 1-3” across. Caps are smooth and velvety.
Undersides are white to cream-colored with small
pores.
• Season: Late summer through late fall.
• Habitat: Grows in clusters at or near base of trees
(both living and dead). Prefers oak, but also found on
beech, yellow cherry, and yellow birch.
• Look-alikes: Other shelf-like mushrooms, like BlackStaining Polypores and Umbrella Polypores
• Notes: Caps can slowly bruise brownish to blackish
when handled. Engulf all they encounter, so look out
for twigs, debris, and bugs!

Chanterelles (Cantharellus spp. and Craterellus spp.)
• Description: “False gills” – blunt-edged folds or
ribs make gill-like folds. Folds are forked and
continue down the stem for a short distance
below the cap. Orange –colored flesh (can also
be red or tan, but it’s less common). Caps are
smooth on top, but may have wavy or irregular
edges.
• Season: Summer
• Habitat: Grows from the soil, singly or in loose
groups. Prefers to grow near oaks, beech, and
conifers.
• Look-alikes: Jack-o-lanterns, False Chanterelles
• Notes: Look for them in late July and early
August
(A) False Chanterelle Hygrophoropsis aurantiaca
(B) Yellow or Golden Chanterelle (Cantharellus cibarius)
(C) The Jack-o-lantern, Omphalotus illudens

Wild Oyster Mushrooms (Pleurotus spp.)
• Description: Shelf-like mushrooms growing in
overlapping clusters. Gills run down the stem.
Caps have smooth upper surface, often wavy
or ruffled edges. Caps up to 8” inches across,
usually white, tan, or cream-colored. Stems
short and stubby, sometimes virtually nonexistent.
• Seasonality: Late spring through early winter.
• Habitat: Grows from wood. Found on living
and dead/dying trees, stumps, and logs.
• Look-alikes: No toxic look-alikes, though they
do resemble a number of species that are not
recommended to eat, like Angel Wings and
Stalkless Paxillus.
• Notes: Easily cultivated at home!

Wood Ears (Auricularia auricula-judae)
• Description: Irregularly shaped. Look like
flattened, wrinkled cups with shallow,
irregular folds. Ear-like! Can grow 1-6” wide.
Appear puckered at the point where they’re
attached to substrate. Reddish-brown.
• Seasonality: Spring through fall (most
common in fall)
• Habitat: Decaying wood (especially Box
Elder). Standing dead deciduous and
coniferous trees. Downed logs and branches.
• Look-alikes: No toxic look-alikes, but may
resemble cup fungus like Copper Penny or
Common Brown Cup.
• Notes: Most often sold in Asian grocery
stores. Not recommended for persons on
blood-thinners. Good in soups and stir-fries,
but more for texture than taste.

Giant Puffballs (Calvatia gigantean)
• Description: Spherical, white-skinned
mushrooms. Typically 8-12” across (but up to
3’ wide!). Flesh inside is smooth and must be
pure white – resembles a loaf of bread!

Inside should
look like this:

• Season: Early summer through fall.
• Habitat: Grows from the ground singly, but
can sometimes be found in groups or fairy
rings. Favored habitat is a hillside above a
creek or canal. Can be found in grassy open
fields (especially where horses are present).
• Look-alikes: Common Earthball (young), Split
Amanita button.
• Notes: Skin becomes tanner and becomes
cracked/scaly the older it gets. Never eat it if
the flesh inside is yellow or greenish. Must
be PURE WHITE.

NOT This:

Lion’s Mane (Hericium spp.)
• Description: Looks like a white pom-pom.
Large white mass growing from central
base. “Teeth” can grow up to 2” long.
Soft white flesh.
• Seasonality: Summer through fall.
• Habitat: Found in mixed woods on fallen
maple, beech, or oak logs.
• Look-alikes: Coral fungus (kinda)
• Notes: Many different species, but none
are easily confused with toxic
mushrooms. Tastes like crab! Becomes
yellow or tinged brown when old.
CHOICE EDIBLE!!

Morels (Morchella spp.)
• Description: Yellow or black. Pitted caps
appearing irregularly honey-combed or
sponge-like. Caps are conical, egg-shaped, or
elongated. When sliced in half, both cap and
stem are completely hollow.
• Seasonality: Spring
• Habitat: Typically found around trees that
have recently died. Ash, aspen, elm, oak,
cotton wood, and tulip poplars. Occasionally
seen in areas disturbed by fire the previous
year.
• Look-Alikes: False Morels
• Notes: Some folks have reported morel
allergies, so start with small quantities. Very
short seasonality! (April in our area)

Cauliflower Mushrooms (Sparassis spp. )
• Description: Large, brain-like cluster. Mass
of creamy white to tan-colored folds.
Looks like a pile of egg noodles! Smooth –
no gills or teeth.
• Seasonality: Summer through Fall
• Habitat: Buried roots of dying and dead
trees. Found alone or in groups in mixed
woods next to deciduous and conifer
trees.
• Look-alikes: Hen of the Woods. Umbrella
Polypore.
• Notes: Large specimen may require a lot
of cleaning. Old specimens have an
unpleasant, cabbage-like odor. Some say
they also taste like buttered egg noodles.

Berkeley’s Polypore (Bondarzewia berkeleyi)
• Description: Can grow up to 3’ across, with
caps up to 10” wide. Rosette of overlapping
caps that are roughly fan-shaped. Top
surfaces are cream-colored, tan, or yellowish.
Often has concentric bands of color – may be
obvious or subtle. Surface is dray and may be
smooth or lightly hairy. Lower surface
covered by medium-fine whitish pores.
• Seasonality: Midsummer through late fall.
• Habitat: Base of a tree, or from buried roots.
Loves oaks.
• Look-alikes: Hen of the Woods, BlackStaining Polypore
• Notes: In general, polypores that grow on
trees do not have any toxic look-alikes,
although specimens are generally inedible
after a certain point.

Black-Staining Polypore (Meripilus sumstinei)
• Description: Large circular clusters.
Fleshy with many fan-shaped caps
(rosettes). Greyish yellow, pale tan, or
dull chestnut brown. Almost
immediately bruises black when cut or
touched. Tiny pores underneath the
cape.
• Seasonality: Summer
• Habitat: Found in large clumps at the
base of trees (or nearby). Loves oaks.
• Look-alikes: Berkley’s Polypore, Hen of
the Woods (Maitake)
• Notes: Great edible when young and
fresh. Cut against the grain to avoid
woody texture.

More Fun Edibles (not for beginners)

Coral Fungus

Wood Blewit

Honey Fungus

Black Trumpet

Gem-studded
Puffball

Dryad’s Saddle

Jelly Fungus

Beefsteak

Inky Cap / Shaggy Mane

Top Toxics in our Area
• False morels (Gyromitras)
• Deadly Galerina
• Green-Spotted Lepiota
• Amanitas (members include Destroying
Angel, Fly Agaric, many more)
• Boletes (numerous poisonous varieties,
though many choice edibles as well)
• Jack-o-lantern
• Cortinarius
• Be wary of any mushroom in the woods
that looks like a white button
mushroom!

Symptoms of Poisoning
• No known antidote for mushroom poisonings, but mortality rates
decrease with rapid treatment.
• Don’t eat any mushroom that you can’t 100% ID, or which doesn’t
look, smell, or feel palatable to you. Use your senses (literally).
• Key symptoms of mushroom poisoning:
◦
◦
◦
◦
◦

Severe abdominal cramping
Vomiting
Watery or bloody diarrhea
Nausea
Dizziness

• One type, the “Death Cap,” accounts for about 90% of poisonings in
US.
◦ Doubly dangerous because the symptoms are delayed for 6-24 hours after
ingestion, by which time the toxins are completely absorbed by the body.
◦ After the initial state of gastric distress, the patient may appear to
recover within 2-3 days and be sent home.
◦ Death follows within about 1 week.

Aminata phalloides, or “Death Cap”

In The Event of Emergency
• Poison Control Center: 1-800-222-1222

◦ This number is answered 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.

• Call 911 (or go to emergency room) immediately if
the person is unconscious, not breathing or
convulsing.
• If possible, bring a few of the mushrooms the
person ate to the doctor or the emergency room.

Preparation and Cooking
• NOTE: Mixing some mushrooms (like inky caps) with alcohol will make you
sick!
• Never eat wild mushrooms raw.
• Avoid eating mushrooms that seem old or are tough in texture, or are being
eaten by bugs.
• Cook them very well, but remember – low and slow will draw out their water,
so go for medium to medium high heat.
• Mushrooms LOVE oil and/or butter! Go easy, they will absorb the oil readily.
• To wash or not to wash? Best practice is to wipe them off with a damp cloth.

A note on legality
• Private Property:
◦ Mushroom hunting on all private property is illegal without prior authorization from the wonder.

• MD/VA State Parks:
◦ Generally speaking, it is safe to assume that state parks allow mushroom hunting. However, it is highly recommended that hunters check the regulations
per individual state parks, as different parks may vary in terms of special prohibitions or how many one individual may collect per day.
◦ Mushroom hunters are allowed to collect up to a half gallon per day at Catoctin Mountain Park. Morels and other mushrooms are frequently found at
Cunningham Falls State Park and Chesapeake & Ohio Canal National Historical Park.
◦ MD actually requires that prohibitions again berry and mushroom picking must be posted conspicuously. (State code states that parks must "post the
regulations outside each park headquarters building," among other notice requirements.
◦ It is legal to collect mushrooms in Shenandoah.

• DC Rock Creek:
◦ No one is permitted take anything out of the park, unless he or she is a professor or a professional with a permit and he or she is using the specimen for
an educational purpose. Visitors may be fined by Park Police if caught.

• Federal (US Forest Service rules):
◦ In terms of Federal parks, it’s generally allowed with the purchase of a mushroom hunting permit. However, rules can vary, so it’s advisable to check
individual park rules in advance to confirm their requirements.

Other Great Resources
• People

◦ Paul Stamets (http://www.fungi.com/)
◦ Michael Kuo (http://www.mushroomexpert.com/)
◦ Steve Brill
(https://www.wildmanstevebrill.com/mushrooms )

• Websites

◦ https://www.facebook.com/groups/MushroomID
◦ https://www.reddit.com/r/mycology/
◦ http://americanmushrooms.com/

• Mycological Associations / Societies

◦ Washington DC: http://mawdc.org/
◦ North America: http://www.namyco.org/

• Field Guides

◦ Mushrooms of the Northeast by
Teresa Marrone and Walt Sturgeon
◦ Mushrooms of West Virginia and
the Central Appalachians by William
C. Roody
◦ The National Audubon Society Field
Guide to Mushrooms of North
America by Gary Lincoff

What do you notice?

Fun(gi) Facts
• Fungi are a large group (kingdom actually,
like plants and animals) that includes
yeasts, molds, and mushrooms.
• There’s well over a million new species to
be discovered, with only about 100,000
thus far defined by mycologists.
• The largest living organism on Earth is a
honey fungus in Oregon measuring 2.4
miles across.
• Fungi and animals are more closely related
to one another than either group is to
plants.

• Mushrooms are undergoing a massive
scientific reclassification thanks to DNA
testing. Ones that we used to think were
very closely related based on physical
features are turning out to be
completely different species.
• The vast majority of fungi are
microscopic with few orders producing
visible mushrooms.
• Mushroom hunting is the #1 hobby for
finding dead bodies

Locality Matters!
• False morel is a delicacy in parts of the Great Lakes
states and in parts of Scandinavia.
• Has varying levels of the chemical monomethyl
hydrazine (MMH).
• Some species contain very little, others contain enough
to kill.
• MMH levels also vary among geographic regions within
a single species.
• Nobody knows how toxic any false morel will be in any
location.

Gyromitra Esculenta
“False Morel”

The End
THANKS FOR COMING!

